There have been attempts to reform universities and other centres of higher learning but a correct solution to the difficult problems posed by these institutions has yet to be found. It now appears clear that until we have a rigorous theory to underpin this field, all changes will be empirical, haphazard and unlikely to produce the desired effects.
Our small group has been quietly investigating this field over the past few years with the aim of establishing Academic Dynamics as a scientific discipline, to be incorporated into the world of learning and research. Although some progress has been made, the group has unfortunately been steadily reduced in number by the erosion of biological time and it has become increasingly urgent to document some of its more important findings before it vanishes completely. We had originally planned to have our own journal, MAD (Memoranda on Academic Dynamics), but this has not been possible. I am delighted therefore that the editor has allowed us to publish some of our work in this journal. Selection has been difficult, but here are three excerpts that I hope will stimulate further work.
Collision theory
You have doubtless all heard it asked: What shall we do if Professor X gets run over by a bus? Sometimes this is said to convey the sentiment that Professor X's continued existence is absolutely essential to the survival of the institution, but quite often there is the underlying hope that such an event would be a happy one, opening up new possibilities for changes. Now, assume that the institution has a Department of Academic Dynamics (established at the same time as the Department of Bank Robbery, which solved all of the institution's financial problems) and that among its many items of major capital equipment there is a bus, suitably disguised as a number 71. The simple task of eliminating Professor X would then be assigned to first year graduate students.
The Pharaoh configuration
This is a scheme which offers a solution to the fundamental problem of all scientific departments, which is how to get rid of the old -both people and science -and create space and resources for the young and the new. Our elegant answer is to treat all scientists as Pharaohs; thus, when a senior scientist retires, he and all of his research associates, post-docs, students and technicians are sacrificed and buried in a specially constructed pyramid, together with all of their equipment to enable them to continue research in the after Life Sciences. At one blow, space would have been created for a new professor and a new group, without any arguments and with none of the rancour that usually accompanies such events.
It is obvious that this needs to be carried out only once. Thereafter, all that would be required at the appropriate time is for two men to arrive, equipped with surveying equipment and tape measures. A new pyramid would be laid out in plain sight of the present occupants, who would instantly vacate the premises.
There is a conjecture that not even one pyramid need be built; a rumour could be propagated that one was built in a little visited place such as Rangoon or Blackpool or the Bronx. This myth could be reinforced by postcards, entries into guidebooks and eyewitness accounts by reliable collaborators.
Reversed flow kinetics
We show here how, by the change of only one parameter, nearly all the problems can be directly solved. This idea was originally conceived in the 1960s when students were angrily demanding a role in university government. Some also wanted to decide on what research should be conducted, as well as what should be taught. This was the period when some Departments of Sociology thought of teaching courses in urban rioting. And it became clear that the root cause of the conflict was the desire of students, mostly male, to kill their fathers -Oedipus wrecks, so to speak.
This insight lead directly to a remarkably simple solution, which is to reverse the flow of males through the university, while keeping that of females the same. Thus, at the top of the university there would be several thousand 18-year-old male vicechancellors with a few mature women who would be able to control them easily. At the other end, a few elderly men who had spent a lifetime studying carotenoid biosynthesis, hox genes or laser physics would now be first year undergraduates studying French Literature or Confucian Philosophy along with many young women who would benefit greatly from the company of the mature men. Of course, there would be a broad zone, covering 25 years, that would encompass both males and females doing graduate studies, postdoctoral work and, indeed, most of the productive activity of science. Thereafter, the sexes would part, the woman ascending into higher administration, the men descending into higher education.
Any university vice-chancellor or president wishing to pursue these matters further should know that much of the technology is covered by issued patents, but licences are freely granted for a small consideration.
